Studies of interference competition among foraging animals generally assume that variation in the spatial distribution of food can be neglected. This assumption may be problematic as resource defence experiments suggest that such variation is of the essence in some interference mechanisms. Interpretation of the results of field experiments on this topic, however, is hard because most studies used univariate statistics to analyse multivariate data. Because in free-living foragers interference and patch selection are connected behaviours, treatment effects on these responses are best studied simultaneously, through multivariate analyses. We performed a field experiment in which we provided wild ruddy turnstones, Arenaria interpres, with experimental plots that varied in the distance between a fixed number of so-called food pits, and, using multivariate statistics, we studied effects on the combination of the turnstones' behaviour and abundance. We found that when food pits were more spaced out, turnstones were present in higher numbers, while interacting less with each other. Nevertheless, turnstones spent about the same amount of time digging for food, our measure of intake rate, at each interpit distance. These findings imply that to reliably predict the combination of the number, intake rate and aggression of turnstones, the spatial distribution of food has to be known. We would not have reached this conclusion if we had used univariate statistics. In addition, we argue that multivariate statistics helps to clarify the way field experiments on the spatial distribution of food are to be interpreted.
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The intake rate of foraging animals is often negatively related to the density of foragers because of competition. Competition is generally thought to arise in either of two ways (Keddy 2001). Exploitative competition is the negative effect of others through the removal of resources. As the exploitation of resources is a straightforward process, this type of competition is (presumably) relatively easy to understand. Interference competition is the negative effect of others through direct interactions between individuals. Behaviours underlying interference competition are various and complex (e.g. Huntingford & Turner 1987; Ens & Cayford 1996; Hassell 2000) and understanding of this type of competition is still rudimentary (van der Meer & Ens 1997; Vahl et al. 2005a, b) .
Students of interference competition among foraging animals usually study the effects of forager density concurrently with effects of food density (van der Meer & Ens 1997) . In this approach it is implicitly assumed that variation in the spatial abundance of resources ('spatial clumping') does not affect the interference process. This may well be problematic. According to literature on resource defence, the 'economically defendability' (Brown 1964) of a given amount of food should decrease with the surface area over which the food is spread (Warner 1980; Grant 1993) , as both the movement costs involved with defending a food clump and the number of intruding
